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Introduction

We’re often told that the past is a different country: ‘they do things differently there’. Well, sort of. Over the course of three decades, I’ve trawled through thousands of cartoons from the last 150 years of British history. And the key insight has been that they do some things differently there – and some things very much the same.

You see, the great historical cartoonists give us a pretty clear vision of what Britishness entails – and it’s a familiar picture. Our forebears were all too keen on a cup of tea, even in the most trying of circumstances (see page 70). They had a knack for keeping calm and carrying on even when it’s chucking it down (see page 77). And they were fond of being so impeccably polite that it starts to get on everyone’s nerves (see page 17).

In How to be British I’ve brought together some of my favourite cartoons from the golden age of British newspapers. Many of them have not been reproduced since they were first published in the early twentieth century. Several are the work of the leading cartoonists of their generation – the likes of Pont, William Ridgewell and W. Heath Robinson. And all of them have a sharp eye for what makes Britain Britain, both then and now. Between them, they portray a past that isn’t quite as foreign as you might think …
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THE BRITISH CHARACTER

Enthusiasm for gardening

[image: ]
‘Why of course, Mrs Harrison, it’s perfectly all right about bringing with you your sister and her husband and their daughter and their two sons and their son’s friend who has arrived unexpectedly.’
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‘I don’t wish to seem to be interfering or anything Mildred, but do you not think perhaps you’ve got your oven a wee bit high?’
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THE BRITISH CHARACTER

Absence of the gift of conversation
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‘Henry, don’t tell me you’re intoxicated.’

‘I couldn’t if I tried.’

[image: ]
‘Before we start playing, do you mind if I consult my husband on a point I’m not quite certain about?’

‘Oh, certainly.’

‘Well, George, did you say two kicks or three for “no trumps”?’
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‘And now in return we want you to promise to bring all your family to spend the day with us on Saturday week.’
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THE BRITISH CHARACTER

Importance of not taking precedence at doorways
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‘Herbert, don’t disturb your father!’

[image: ]
How to accommodate a large whist party in a small room.
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‘Another restless night, Stevens.’
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‘How would you like your hair, sir?’

‘Like that fellow’s over there, please.’
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‘Please don’t disturb yourselves, my good people.

My friend and I are only studying conditions among the rich.’

[image: ]

The perfect lift-man.
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‘Now, now, your ladyship, remember the timetable – kissing from 5:30 to 6.’
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‘What possible excuse did you people have for acquitting that murderer?’

‘Insanity.’

‘What, the whole twelve of you?’

[image: ]

‘And now, Harrison, kindly tell cook to come up and see me for a moment.’

[image: ]

‘I said well done, waiter. Well done.’

‘Oh, thank you, sir, thank you very much. It’s seldom we get a word of praise in this place.’
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‘Oh, mother! Dad’s found the burglar!’
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‘Sad. It isn’t as if I’m much of a reader.’

[image: ]

‘The children say they buried him in the sand, and now we can’t find him anywhere!’
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‘Shall I call the ambulance, apply first aid, or chase the miscreant?’
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‘Will you promise not to harm me if I tell you where my money and valuables are?’

‘Yes, I promise, guv’nor.’

‘They’re in the b-b-bank.’

[image: ]

‘Funny world, ain’t it? Here’s you and me walking along together like old pals, and this time last year I was doing time for robbery with violence!’

[image: ]

‘I don’t know whether you are my husband or a burglar, but I’m going to be on the safe side and shoot.’
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THE BRITISH CHARACTER

Failure to appreciate good music
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‘Surely the eyes are the wrong colour?’

‘Are they really. I can’t remember for the life of me where I put them.’
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‘I don’t think we ought to look at that one, dear. It’s rude – unless it’s by a foreigner.’

[image: ]

‘This is a sunset my daughter painted. You know she studied painting abroad.’

‘Ah! That explains it. I never saw a sunset like that in this country.’

[image: ]

‘Did I really understand you, Miss Wilson, to use the expression “A cosy nook” in connection with the house you wish me to design for you?’
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‘My friend, I advise you never to lend a book. You see these? They are all books I have borrowed.’
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‘Hmmm, that’s what I get for specialising in painting aeroplanes.’
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‘Have you noticed what a charming picture that is of Windsor Castle, George?’

[image: ]

‘I had no idea you were an R.A.’

‘Oh, that stands for “Rejected Again”.’




[image: ]
THE BRITISH CHARACTER

Love of games
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‘Now then, you, what are you pushing and shoving for? You’ll see the result in the paper tonight, won’t you?’
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‘My wife says if I don’t chuck golf she’ll leave me.’

‘I say, hard luck.’

‘Yes. I’ll miss her.’
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‘It seems ridiculous that by now nobody has thought of an easier way to do these.’
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‘All killed by golf balls, I presume?’
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The cricket enthusiast.
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‘I’m not going to let a silly game like football come between us, darling.’
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‘Didn’t Smith make a mess of that lovely centre!’
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THE BRITISH CHARACTER

Fondness for cricket

[image: ]

‘What’s the score?’

‘I think it must be thirty-all, because I know I’ve said “good shot” twice and “sorry” twice.’
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The opportunist.
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‘They’re just about kicking off at Wembley now.’

[image: ]

‘There’s a most beautiful bird on the lawn.’
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